The Corner of Beauty

Tensions of Creation
Abigail Hadas

From the dust and the spirit, the painful birth of the masterpiece

T

he typical artist is often pictured as a penniless tramp, crouching in
the dust, his face
crevassed with deep feeling, his
knotted hands grappling with the
elements, drawing from them
sublime masterpieces. Indeed,
the artist can be considered as the
human being par excellence, as he
suffers and expresses the extremes
of human emotions. We think
of an artist like Edward Munch,
of his bleached scream of horror,
of Beethoven and his symphonic
outcry against the blunt walls of
silence. We think also of the not
so sublime lives that some artists
led, which were only too human.
Of Picasso’s disfigured love affairs, of Schumann’s demonic
voices. The artist dwells, indeed,

among us, yet his works transcend his depravation. Swamped
as he is in the human condition,
the artist sees and feels beyond.
In this way, the artist, in his flesh
as in his soul, testifies to the biblical view of human nature. As
implied in Genesis 1 and 2, the
human being is a synthesis of bipolar extremes, that is, of dust,
and in the image of God. This
tension is at the root of the
artist’s anguish. Nurtured by
existence, he also feels hindered
by it. If not by the elements,
imperfect mediums of his inspiration, by his own limitations.
Yet the urge to create remains an
imperative—as an echo to the
divine urge. Created in God’s
image, we, likewise, feel the need
to create. And if we were to re-

fer ourselves to the creative act
of God, we should find out that
artistic creation is two-dimensional. The first dimension being the act of forming from the
dust, the other being the breath,
the inspiration. The two are
codependent. Likewise, the
work of art is first to be molded
into a structure, a form—this
involves the technical aspect of
art—which is then to come alive
through the inspirational thrust
of the artist. These two elements
are the keys to lasting, “aesthetic” artwork. Without the
technical aspect, the work of art
remains but ethereal, cruelly
frustrated of a medium of expression. Likewise, a creation
lacking inspiration remains frozen, beautiful but lifeless.

Prelude to “The Afternoon of a Faun”

As to illustrate this complementarity between the structural
aspect and the inspirational aspect of
art, we chose the very pagan musical
example of “The Afternoon of a
Faun” by Debussy. Of impressionistic flavor, the piece is to the ear vague
and ethereal as though the artist,
swayed by his inspiration, let the
notes flow forth uninhibited. The illusion of nonform and nonstructure

is perfect; the piece leaves paradoxically
no “impression,” no mark, it sounds
boundless, like water. Yet, a closer analysis of the piece shows that unity is, indeed, achieved, and very finely so.
Through the romantic technique of
leitmotiv, Debussy infiltrates the same
melodic theme introduced by the flute
solo, in different parts of the piece. The
melody is not abandoned as the piece develops, but expanded in arabesque-like
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fashion. Also, modulations which
seem random observe strict key relationships (we begin in the key of Csharp, then modulate to A-flat which
is the enharmonic dominant, then to
D-flat which is the dominant of Gsharp). The “Afternoon of a Faun,”
although depicting the spirited escapades of the teasing Faun, blossoms
from an underlying structure that remains on the implicit level.

